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Internal-external control is an important individual 
differences variable that was introduced in a systematic series of 
social learning studies by Rotter, The I-E dimension refers to the 
degree to which people view themselves as responsible for the 
occurrence or lack of occurrence of reinforcement (internals) , as 
opposed to viewing luck, fate, chance, or powerful others as being 
responsible (externals) • The present investigation was concerned 
primarily with how individual differences along the I-E dimension 
would relate to various reactions to others in need of assistance. 
Subjects were 146 male and female college students (66 externals and 
69 internals) • A number of situational manipulations were included in 
this investigation. Reaction was observed as the subjects were 
confronted with: (1) a Korean war veteran, (2) ah ex-convict, and (3) 
a welfare client. The data were analyzed through a 2x2x3x4 ANOVA 
design. Results indicate that internals and externals do indeed 
differentially attribute responsibility for others' behavioral 
outcomes. Also, reactions to others needing assistance are mediated 
to some extent by subjective attribution of responsibility. 
(Author/HMV) 
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Internal-external control is an important individual differences 
variable that was introduced in a systesatic series of social learning 
studies by Rotter (1966) • The I-E dimension refers to the degree to 
which people regard themselves as responsible for the occurrence or lack 
of occurrence of reinforcement (internals), as opposed to viewing luck, 
fate, chance, or powerful others as being responsible (externals). The 
present investigation was concerned primarily with how individual aif- 
fercnces along the I-S dimension would relate to various reactions to 
others in need of assistance. 

The major line of I-E research which relates to this study concernss 
relationships between I-E and the attribution of responsibility. Studies 
by Phares, Wilson, & Klyver (1971) and by Davis & Davis (197?) indicate 
that internals assume greater responsibility for their own failures tten 
do externals, Phares, Wl?.son, & Klyver's data further Indicate that this 
I-E effect Is strongest in an ambiguous situation, i,e, when no situation- 
al factors may be clearly identified as the "cause" of poor perf ormanco, 
Phares & Wilson (1972), and Sosis (in press) have shown that intemali 
and externals manifest similar differences in attributing responsibility 
for others* behaviors. However, Phares & Wilson were unable to demon- 
strate that the structure-ambiguity dimension (referred to hereafter slm- 
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ply as "stxuotun") Inttxaeted with in a fashion aisilar to that ob« 
tainsd in ths work just citsd. 

The Rajor purpose of the present study was to further examine the 
possibility that intemalSt more than extomals* seo not only themselvest 
but also others as primarily responsible for their own behavior-reinforce* 
nent eontingeneies« If suoh is the case* it was hypothesised* then rela* 
tive to externals* internals should respond to persons experiencing per* 
sonal difficulty by regarding them as (1) lesa deserving of help* (2) less 
worthy of specific financial assistance* O) less worthy of "understanding", 
&nd (^) less worthy of sympathy. By using several measures which seem in- 
tuitively to relate to responsibility attribution, we hoped to explore 
some of the correlates of such attributions as manifested in various as- 
sistance-related behaviors. 

In the interest of breadth, a number of situational manipulations wera 
Inrljded in this investigation. First, it was decided to observe the four 
responses specified above as they were directed toward (1) a Korean war 
veteran, (2) an ex»convict* and (3) a welfare client (hereafter referred 
to as the "stimulus figures"). Second, of the three case histories which 
each S received, one stimulus figure was presented in a way which indicated 
that he was very much responsible for his plight, another was described as 
being largely the victim of circumstance, and the third was described with 
no clear reference to locus of responsibility. This manipulation (referred 
to as description) constituted another attempt at locating the structure 
by I-E interaction which Phares & Wilson had been unable to demonstrate. 
Accordingly, it was predicted that I-£ differences would be most pronoun'Jod 
with respect to the ambiguous description. Finally, half of tho Ss were 
specifically requested to attribute responsibility to each stimulus fig- 
ure prior to making the other four jud^rments, while the other half were 



not 80 dirooiod, Thii mUnlpttUtlon (ififlrfSd S9 *8 •♦toquiot^no r«quo»t") 
was desicrned to invtstigatt possible offsets of indueing a rssponsltillty 
attribution *'set." 

Method 

Our sanple oonsiatsd of 146 nales and fsaales drawn from ssvezal 
introductory psychology olasoes at Kansas SUte Univarslty. The msan and 
median I-E scores for this sample were 10.82 and lU respectively. Using 
a median split, and elininating all Ss at the median, there were 66 ex- 
ternals and 69 internals. Run in groups of from one to four, Ss were in- 
structed that we were interested in their reactions to others who were 
having problems in living. In addition, request Ss were specifically 
asked to keep in mind the extent to which the person described Mas respon- 
sible for his own plight or situation. 

For no request Ss, each of the three case histories was followed by 
the four response scales for help, money, understanding, and sympathy (p. 1 
of handout). Request Ss received Identical materials, with the exception 
that the responsibility scale (see bottom of p, 1) was inserted as question 
one. A cross sample of the matezrials used is provided on pages two, three, 
and four of the handout. 

Both the particular stimulus figure-description combinations and the 
orders of their presentation were determined on a random basis. In an ef- 
fort to minimize possible contaminating effects. Assignment of Ss to the 
request or no request condition was also determined on a random basis. 

Upon completion of the three case histories, Ss were diverted for 
approximately 15 minutes through participation In another experiment. 
They were then administered the I-E scale, and dismissed. 



Hilultt AHd Dlidaiiidn 

The data wtrt anaXyitd thmgh a2xax3X^ ANOVA dMl«n« with 
rep«atid BMsures on two mriabloai dooeriptlons and rtsponaoa, Keaulta 
of thia analysis ate provldod in Tablt 1 (pt 5 of handout) t 

As can bt sssn in Table. 1« no slgnif leant differenees vers obtained 
between request and no request Sst nor did this manipulation inteeaot with 
responsss. The interaction of this variable with I*fi did not reach an ae* 
ceptable significance level t A conparison of neansi however, suggested 
that the differences between internals and externals were attenuated in the 
request condition. While the obtained probability level for this inter** 
action was ,13i it does suggest the possibility that explicitly drawing 
attention to notions of responsibility creates an awareness on the part 
of both internals and externals of their respective attrlbutional biases, 
resulting in a conscious effort to resist those biases in makinc: subse- 
quent decisions. Such an interpretation assumes that attrlbutional de- 
cisions regarding others* behaviors are based to a large extent on what 
the attributor perceives as the consequences of his decisions for those 
others? an assumption whicht as we shall see* other aspects of the data 
support. 

As expected* large differenees were obtained as a function of the 
descriptions of the stimulus figures Since these descriptions were de- 
signed to vary with respect to the responsibility of the stimulus figure 
for his plight t the significance of this effect supports the notion that 
the response measures used reflect to some extent subjective attribution 
of responsibility, Howevert as a check on this assertion, the data were 
rc-analyxed using the same ANOVA model as before, but substituting stim- 
ulus figures for descriptions as one of the repeated measures variables. 
Although no main effect for stimulus figures was obtainea, thei-e Mas a 



ilgftlfilikni iiiitilttt-f iguvt by riiponii intts»etien« prinariiy In 

MBpontM on tho Mnty ittn to tho 0x*eonvlet« Thut« tlthough .tho dlntn- 
oion of rtsponaibiXlty mis oloftrly « inijor lourot of rttponoo varittlen* 
othor oeureoa woro prtsiint, 

Tablt t alto roflteta tht praatneo of an !•& aaln of foot. An pro* 
dietad, intamala aanlfaatad atgnlfleantly loirar aooraa acroaa tht four 
naaauras than did axtamala, Fi«ura 1 (p. 6 in handout) plota thaaa ra» 
aulta, Sinoa tha I-E oonatruot by dafinltion reXatea to tho dlnenalon of 
pareelved loeua of raaponaiblllty for bahavlozal outooaea, dlfferanoaa be* 
twean intamals and aartaxnala aoroas thaae various maasuraa further attests 
to the relationship batwaan aubjeotive attributions of responsibility and 
assistanea-ralatod responses. Viewed from this perspeotive» tha relative 
reluctance of internals to sanction help, money* etc, for individuals en- 
countering difficulty may be seen as supportive of the notion that Inter- 
Tials, more than externals, perceive others as primarily resnonnlblc for 
behavioral outcomes. 

It Hill be recalled that one hypothesis stated that I-E differences 
would be most pronounced in response to the ambiguous description. Ref- 
erence to Table 1 indicates that the hypothesised I-E by description In- 
texaction did not materialise. Consistent with data reported by Phares 
4 Wilson, the effect of locus of control was invariant across the desicrlp- 
tions employed. 

The repeated demonstration of an I-B by structure interaction in 
studies dealing with attribution of responsibility for one's own behavior 
seems to sugirest some qualitative difference between those situations and 
situations dealing with similar attributions for another 's behavior. 

It is quite possible that this difference lies in the engagement of 
differential goals In these two classes of situations, Phares, Wilson, * 



Klyviv and Oivii k Oivit intivprit tht X»C by itruotutt Intitftetidnd t}^ 
tain«d in thtlr atudlM in tint of tht dtftntivt ohasmot eristics of an 
extem&l oxitntstion. That is* the oxtimal» hj attributing; rssponsibility 
for his ovn failuro to external factors in a situation vheri the objective 
cause of failure is unclear* retains the possibility of being viewed by 
others as ooapetent (or at least not ^coapetent) in the t^sk at hand. 
The individual is clearly focusing on the oonsequeneeB of his attribution* 
al decisions hiaself . 

Situations requiring atl^ribution of responsibility for another's be- 
havior may be seen as engaging an entirely different goal. Phares & Wilson 
suc^gested that their failure to obtain the hypothesised by structure 
interaction nay have been due to the quasi-legal judgments involved. A 
valued ethic in the Anerical legal structure is that one Is innocent un- 
less all reasonable doubt has been removed. Apparently • in such quasi - 
le/^al situations* where the locus of responsibility is left unclear, Ss 
simply will not commit themselves one way or the other. If such an ex- 
planation has merit, it would appear that* in attributing responsibility 
for others* behaviors • one tends to focus on the consequences of his de- 
cisions for those others . In these situations, the primary goal for the 
attributor appears to be satisfaction in the knowledge that he has at- 
tempted to formulate just and equitable decisions. 

Of course, much of the foregoing is speculative. However, enough 
data Is presently available to warrant consideration of this interpreta- 
tion as the possible focus of future research. Of particular value would 
be studies utilizing non-student subjects. The reliance of the present 
interpretation on notions of equity in quasi-legal decisions may not be 
warranted in a less egalitarian population. 

To this point, it has been contended that the response measures used 



ill thift inviitinfttien vifliet to an tt^xioUblt mm iubjieilvl attxlbu* 
tien of Msponsibility. TAblt 1 Indle&tts ttet both a aigntf leant mpona* 
imin •ffeet and a dtseriptlon by raapenaa Intmetlon obUlntd. These 
flndinga su/^gest the presenoe of a fly in the olRtment* as it were. In 
this a.n6tanee» the three faetor analyses sunsarieed in Table S (p, 7 in 
handout) constituted our collective flysnatter. As it turned out, the fly 
appeared to be the understanding itea. The help, soney, and eympathy itens 
showed consistently high loadings on the first — and only — x^otor ex*> 
tracted. In contrastt the loadings for the understanding itea declined 
precipitously across desoriptions. This item's low loading in the respon- 
sible description led us to suspect that its considerably higher loadings 
in the other two descriptions were artifactual. Post hoc, it occurred to 
us that this item was poorly worded for tapping the empathic kind of under- 
standinf: which was our intent. It is noteworthy, however, that a complete 
re-analysis of the data eliminating this .response did not alter any of the 
other previously-discussed findings. 

In conclusion, the obtained I-£ main effect substantiates earlier 
findings by Phares & Wilson and Sosis. It now seems clear that internals 
and externals do indeed differentially attribute responsibility for others ' 
behavioral outcomes. Further, this I-E main effect, the description main 
effect, and the factor analyses all provide evidence that reactions to 
others needing assistance are mediated to some extent by subjective attrib- 
ution of responsibility. 

The ma.5or questions raised by this research appear to be the followln^ct 
(1) Is it feasible to assume that in formulating decisionc 

concerning: the prxantlng of assistance to Individuals in need, people 

are frenerally desirous of formulating just and equitable decisions? 

Empirical support for this assumption would be useful In explaining 



both thi ttoiilbli viquist-nd )*iqui«t by 2-1! Intonkotlon. and the 
>baeno< of an I-E by dtserlptlon intomotion in the pment atudy. 

(2) What dlftonaiona othog % p^T^ subjootlvo attribution of 
rosponsibility are syetenatioally aedUting deeisions regarding help, 
money, understanding, and ayapathy? Reaeareh directed at thia ques- 
tion iniirht x>rove quite useful in understanding the dynamlce of de- 
oislons nado daily by social workers, VA claims officers, and others 
in related professions • 
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